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Alexander II fell the victim of the fanatical perseverance of a small group of revolutionaries: only four men and two women were tried and sentenced to be publicly hanged for the bloody deed of March 1. One of them, Jessie Helfman, an expectant mother, escaped the gallows: her execution was deferred and she died in prison after giving birth to a child. AH six were young, their ages ranging from thirty to nineteen. The two leaders of the plot, Zheliabov and Sophie Perovsky, began their revolutionary career as peaceful propagandists in the classical populist tradition; both ended as terrorists, Perovsky being involved in every one of the seven known attempts on Alexander IFs life organized by People's Will. Zheliabov was arrested the day before the murder, but volunteered a confession when he learned that the only regicide in the hands of the authorities was Nicholas Rysakov, a boy of nineteen. Sophie Perovsky escaped arrest until March 10, and might easily have fled abroad; she chose to stay and share the fate of her lover Zheliabov, although she had no illusions as to what this meant. These details are not insignificant; like the case of Zasulich, they throw much light on the nature of the revolutionary movement in the 1860's and 1870Ts. Although some of the populist leaders (for instance, Zheliabov) came from the peasantry, most of rural Russia and of the industrial workers remained aloof from the revolutionary movement, which drew its following from among the intellectuals of the upper and the middle class. The indifference of the masses was the basic reason why the idealistic propaganda of the Chaikovsky type degenerated into bloody terror. The actual membership of secret societies was not large; but revolutionary ideas, and even terroristic activities, commanded wide support not only among university students, members of liberal professions, and zemstvo employees, but also in the army; the bureaucracy, and even the security police. Revolutionary organizations, moreover,, had at their disposal considerable funds, some of the well-to-do converts (Peter Kropotkin, Sophie Perovsky, Dimitry Lizogub) having contributed their entire fortunes to the cause. These factors, coupled with the amazing laxity of the police, help to explain the extraordinary number of successful escapes from Siberia and from reputedly impregnable prisons, or the almost unbelievable Nechaev correspondence with feis associates from his cell in the fortress of Peter and Paul, and the rather nonchalant peregrinations of Zheliabov and Perovsky (both of them police stispects) through Russia with trunks full of dynamite.
The emergence of the revolutionary movement may well be regarded